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            The Ten Commandments have always been a big deal — from the time that Moses and the ancient people of Israel received them right up to this present moment; and rightly so.  When the Creator of the universe and all life within it provides insights into how to get the most out of life, that truth is worth its weight in gold, and more.  Why, through the ages, people have made pilgrimages to priests, prophets, shamans, and other supposedly holy women and men, in pursuit of knowledge on how best to find meaning and joy in life—the very insights laid bare by God before the people gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai centuries ago and, through the ages, passed along to all of us that we might live by this wisdom now.
            Unfortunately, the terminology of the Decalogue—mandates, commandments—has “put off” people who don’t want anyone—not even God—telling them what to do.  But such an attitude, whatever the other problems inherent in it may be, represents a gross misunderstanding of the ten words divinely delivered atop Mount Sinai.  Look again at the preface to the Ten Commandments: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  A liberator was speaking—a proven lover who wanted what was best for all being addressed.  The importance of this preface cannot be overstated.  God’s self-identification as the author of Israel’s exodus from slavery in Egypt signaled that what was to follow constituted counsel from God rooted in profound compassion.  
Try thinking of the giving of the ten words like this: Someone who trusts you implicitly and whom you love immeasurably approaches you with the question, “How can I best enjoy life with meaning and health?”  Likely your loving response to that important inquiry would cause you to say something to the effect of “Don’t forget that you are a whole person and need to take care of yourself spiritually, physically, emotionally, and psychologically.  Don’t spend all of your time and energy on endeavors that don’t really matter.  Don’t forget to rest.  Love lavishly.  Practice humility.  Honor wise people—listen to them, and follow their instructions.”  


Now, I pose for you the question of what you have done and said.  Your words cannot remotely be considered strident demands imposed as heavy burdens on the life of one whom you love.  No.  You have offered the counsel of a heart full of love focused entirely on the best interests of the beloved.  
There!  That is the spirit in which the Ten Commandments are best read and understood.  God’s words are a response to an important, though unspoken and unprinted question—your question, my question:  “How should we live?  For our own good individually and for our relationships in community, how should we live?”  God eagerly and lovingly responds to our inquiry, “Reverence Holy Mystery,” God tells us, “and don’t make an idol out of anything including yourself.  Don’t lie about the Holy One by manipulating the divine name to serve your own purposes.  By all means, observe a Sabbath.  Honor your family—those who came before you and those who will be alive when you are gone.  Don’t kill.  Refrain from any sense of entitlement regarding relationships or possessions.  Don’t steal whether in socially acceptable ways or in an illegal manner. Don’t deny other people the right to their own personhood by spreading rumors or telling lies about them.”  As you listen, surely you sense the sound and the spirit of these words.  They are not stern demands shouted by a deity seeking to deny happiness and restrict meaning; just the opposite.  Here are words about how to claim the full potential of a good life offered to us by no less than the Creator of life.
Nobody who has known about the Ten Commandments has forgotten about them.  The ten words have been the subject of major discussions in every era of the history of religion.  Oh, to be sure, at times, people forgot about the preface to the commandments and turned the Decalogue into a heartless collection of laws to be obeyed externally even if resented internally.  Other people mistakenly considered obedience to the Ten Commandments as the sine qua non of obedience to God.  Why, some, like a young man encountered by Jesus, even believed that strict obedience to the commandments was a prerequisite for winning God’s favor and enjoying a relationship with God.  Throughout history, though, there were prophets like Jeremiah who understood that the fundamental purpose behind the commandments was not to assure personal behavior shaped by external laws, but the nurture of an internal, heartfelt commitment to a life marked by a singular reverence for God and a general respect for all people. 
Given the importance of the Ten Commandments and what was (is) at stake in obedience to them, religious leaders engaged in endless debate about the meaning of the ten words.  Among ancient Hebrews, interpreters of the Ten Commandments, leaving nothing to question, developed literally hundreds of secondary laws intended to help people know how to obey completely the first ten laws.  Rabbis defined precisely how many steps a person could walk on the Sabbath without violating the commandment to keep the Sabbath holy.  Similarly, rabbis established regulations for setting aside funds for the care of parents and made precise distinctions between murder and killing so that no commandment would go without strict obedience.
Eventually Jesus joined the ongoing discussion regarding the meaning of the commandments.  However, in the tradition of the internal covenant envisioned by the prophet Jeremiah, Jesus spoke of obedience to the commandments in a whole new way—focused not on external legal compliance but internal personal compassion.  Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder . . . You shall not commit adultery . . . You shall not swear falsely.’ But I say to you, ‘If you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to (judgment) . . . Everyone who looks at (another) with lust has already committed adultery . . . Do not swear at all.’”  Do you see?  Jesus commended a morality in which motivation and intention are as important as action.  
Amazingly, on one occasion, when a scribe asked Jesus to name the most important of all the commandments, Jesus did not mention any one of the Ten Commandments.  Rather, he quoted the Shema, the basic text of Judaism, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” and then, in one continuing breath, declared, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength. The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
Everybody agreed that the Ten Commandments were important, though interpretations of the commandments varied widely.  Some people seemed to seek a legal casuistry that lessened the demands of the commandments and provided a short cut to responding to them with obedience.  But others treated them with great severity and respect.
Finally, Jesus had enough.  The timing of his statement that informs this conclusion is interesting.  Knowing that the end of his public ministry was immanent, after washing his disciples’ feet in an act of profound humility and commitment to their wellbeing and sharing with them the wine and bread of the Passover meal (the meal of liberation), Jesus decided that he could not leave in doubt the imperative that was of most importance in life.  So, in the intimacy of an emotion-filled room, just prior to the time when he would be taken into captivity, Jesus startled his disciples with the announcement, “I give you a new commandment.”  All present must have gasped instinctively as they positioned themselves to listen intently.  Another commandment? they surely asked themselves, thinking, I did not know there could be a new commandment.  However, one greater than Moses was in their presence, the disciples had concluded.
“Love one another,” Jesus said, “Love one another just as I have loved you.”  No doubt, quizzical looks shot from one set of eyes to another all around the room.  These men knew by heart the command that was always coupled with the injunction, “Love the Lord your God” and this was not it.  Jesus had altered the end of the summary commandments, changing “love your neighbor as yourself” to “love your neighbor as I have loved you.” It is not an overstatement to say that in that alteration of words, Jesus signaled a sea-change in the nature of religion itself.  
On the eve of his death, Jesus altered the norm for life forever.  Love for God and each other remained at the center.  But the model for that love was no longer self-love rather the love revealed through the life of Jesus, God’s love—love dedicated to freedom for the beloved and what is best for the beloved, love characterized by complete, unconditional self-giving.  According to the biblical texts related to that evening, nobody seems to have mentioned it in the moment, but in articulating the eleventh commandment, his new commandment, Jesus set the Ten Commandments in a whole new context and altered their meaning within religion.  Not even the visionary Jeremiah had anticipated such a comprehensive transformation.  Jesus redefined the essence of the religious life and of moral life, looking beyond observable actions compliant with law and even personal motivations aimed at doing right.  He replaced the centrality of living by law with the integrity of living by love—selfless love.  Respect for and adherence to the Ten Commandments remained important, but not most important.  To love as God loves requires establishing forgiveness for those who break the commandments and otherwise fail as a spiritual essential even more authoritative than law.  Make no mistake about the meaning here.  Perfection in obedience is not a prerequisite for acceptance by God and should not be a requirement in the realm of interpersonal relationships.  To love others as God loves us is to love with understanding, respect, mercy, grace, sensitivity, and forgiveness.
The truth is that neither our relationship with God nor our relationships with each other can long endure apart from forgiveness.  The new commandment from Jesus was radical in nature.  He replaced the traditional emphasis on classic justice—giving to each person his or her due—with grace—treating each person according to his or her needs despite what the person deserves.  Jesus erased an approach to life based on merits and insisted that our lives and their relationships reflect mercy.
Great goodness!  Bowing before a priest, performing a religious ritual, or even reciting the sacred Shema could not even approach in importance extending help to the weakest and poorest in a community.  To understand the eleventh commandment is to understand why Jesus pointed to the poor and the hungry, to those convicted of crimes and placed in prison, to persons without shelter or adequate clothing and said that the way we treat those persons is the way we treat God.  It is one thing to make such a striking statement in an upper room surrounded by people who love you or in a lesson offered to devoted disciples, but Jesus embodied obedience to the eleventh commandment as he looked into the faces of his killers and prayed for their forgiveness.  Friends, Christianity  has not yet dealt fully with the meaning and ramifications of that radical and compliance with it as essential to what it means to be Christian!
As we move yet another step toward the conclusion of Lent and edge our way ever so tentatively into the Passion of Holy Week, we best be aware that to follow Jesus means to keep his commandment.  A singular reverence for Holy Mystery remains important as does the general respect that nurtures community.  But neither of those demands can be met adequately apart from fidelity to the new commandment articulated by Jesus—the commandment for us to love one another as God has loved us.  Great goodness indeed!  Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
Loving God, we need help with love.  Oh, some people we love quickly and easily.  But others present a sizable challenge to us.  We cannot fathom how you love them much less find a place within us in which love for them can begin.  Loving you, Holy God, is not a problem.  Why we would be crazy not to love you, given the immensity of your love for us and the generosity with which you bless our lives.  But, to think that the way in which we love others is indicative of the way we love you scares us to death spiritually.  There are some people whom we barely can tolerate.  Our thoughts of them have nothing to do with love.  We need your help.
To be honest with you, Sovereign of Love, following Jesus has turned out to be more than we bargained for.  It is so much more than attending a church, saying our prayers, and doing a few good things.  You, O God, and Jesus speak with one voice about the imperative of love and the non-compromising reality that our love for others reveals the true depths of our love for you.  This means that we have to get over our insistence on and affection for sameness—loving only those who look, believe, and groom themselves like us, hold our political views, share our understanding of sexuality, and attend worship where we attend worship—and embrace people who are different with the same degree of care.  Honestly, though our faith is important to us, we are not sure we can do that.  We need your help, O God.
And, one thing more, God, please keep on loving us as we continue trying to love as Jesus commanded and as you have modeled from the first moment in which we knew you.  Let us dwell together in love.  Amen.


